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A Symbiotic Relationship: Phoebe and Walter Palmer and Canadian Methodism, 1853-1858 
by Peter Bush 
The last fifteen years have been busy ones in the study of Phoebe and 
Walter Palmer, they have 
moved from being virtual 
unknowns to Phoebe Palmer 
being called "maybe the most 
influential female theologian the 
Church has yet produced." This 
research explosion has focused 
on three questions. First, how 
was Palmer's "altar theology" 
consistent or inconsistent with 
Wesley's understanding of sanc-
tification 7 Second, was Phoebe 
Palmer a forerunner of the 
Pentecostal movemene And 
more recently, how did she con-
struct a theological understand-
ing which allowed her, a lay 
woman, to function in a tradi-
tionally ordained male role' 
Thus the discussion has focused 
on Palmer as thinker. Harold 
Raser's biography is entitled 
Phoebe Palmer: Her Life and 
Thought. While Charles White's 
monograph includes in its subti-
tle, "Phoebe Palmer as 
Theologian:' and the cover pho-
tograph has Palmer in a refl ec-
tive pose, head resting on finger-
tips. This focus on the cerebral 
gives the impression that Palmer 
thought through her theology 
and then acted on it. My read-
ing of Palmer is that she came to 
her theological understandings 
after something happened. 
Things happened - she reflect-
ed on them - and that lead her 
to re-thin k her theology. Then 
with her re-thought theology 
growing from her new experi-
ence of God - she transformed 
her preaching, teaching, and 
action. If this analysis is right, it is 
Palmer's experiences that are 
formative to her thinking - and 
it is worthwhile asking, "Where 
did her formative experiences 
take place'" 
The recent material written 
about the Palmers says little 
about Canada. This article 
argues that both Canadian 
Methodism and the Palmers 
benefited from their summer 
excursions to Canadian camp 
meetings in Ontario, Quebec, 
and the Maritime provinces. The 
story of the Palmer's missed 
train connection in Hamilton in 
1857, and what happened as a 
Methodism during the six camp 
meeting seasons (\ 853-1858) 
they spent in Canada, 
Somewhere between 5,000 and 
5,500 people were converted, 
and 3,500 found "entire sanctifi-
cation" when they "laid all on 
the altar: ' at meetings led by the 
Palmers in Canada. This 
groundswell made Methodism a 
powerful force in Canadian li fe. 
Approximately 700 people 
were converted during the two 
weeks the Palmers were in 
Hamilton, and Phoebe Palmer 
estimated that a total of 2,000 
people, or just under ten per-
cent of the city's population, 
These spiritual movements transformed the 
entire community, virtually everyone would 
have known someone who had been afficted by 
the Palmers' minsitry. 
result has been widely recount-
ed. There is nearly universal 
agreement that the revival in 
Hamilton, Ontario, was the first 
sign that Phoebe Palmer's "A 
Laity for the Times" could in 
fact happen. That is about all 
scholars seem to know of the 
Palmers in Canada . In fact, 
Canada was far more important 
to the ministry of Phoebe and 
Walter Palmer than most histori-
ans have recognized, 
The Palmers had an enor-
mous impact on Canadian 
were impacted by the waves 
caused by that initial revivalistic 
explosion. In Charlottetown, 
Prince Edward Island, about 750 
people, or ten percent of that 
community's population, were 
converted in four weeks. These 
spiritual movements trans-
formed the entire community, 
virtua lly everyone would have 
known someone who had been 
affected by the Palmers' min-
istry. 
The breadth of the Palmers' 
impact is best seen in the lives 
of ordinary people. Reading 
obituaries printed in the 
Christian Guardian between 
1860 and 1890 reveals that 
many people pointed to the 
Palmers' ministry as significant in 
their justification or in their 
receiving "entire sanctification ." 
The number of individuals 
impacted meant that for a gen-
eration leading Canadian 
Methodist lay people and clergy 
had had formative experiences 
under the Palmers' ministry, 
It is not hard to understand 
why Mitche ll Neville, who had 
invited Phoebe to Canada the 
first time, could write at the time 
of her death in 1874, "Her 
labors in this region are grateful-
ly remembered by many thou-
sands .... I think it may be safely 
said that her name is cherished 
more, and her labors more high-
ly prized than one of all the 
Lord's honored servants in this 
region." 
Phoebe Palmer left a lasting 
mark on Canada, and Canada 
left a lasting mark on the min-
istry and activities of Phoebe 
Palmer. 
The most obvious impact 
was that no longer did Phoebe 
alone carry on the mission of 
proclaiming entire sanctification. 
Her husband, Walter, had trav-
eled with her to that first 
Canadian camp meeting. This 
was the first time that Walter 
took on an "exhorting" role at a 
camp meeting. Up until this 
point, Walter had been very 
supportive of Phoebe's endeav-
ors in speaking at camp meet-
ings, but because of his busy 
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Palmer, cont. 
medical practice in New York, 
he had not been able to travel 
with her. Now as the Canadian 
scene opened up he became a 
full partner in the ministry. 
Second, Phoebe Palmer's 
Canadian experiences expanded 
her reputation as an evangelist. 
It is generally estimated that 
about 25,000 people in North 
America and Great Britain were 
converted through the instru-
mentality of Phoebe and Walter 
Palmer, and about 15,000 
received the gift of "entire sanc-
tification." Twenty percent of 
these individuals were 
Canadians, at a time when 
Canadians did not make up 
twenty percent of the "trans-
Atlantic" population. Phoebe 
Palmer was more effective in 
Canada, than anywhere else she 
ministered. This went two ways, 
we have already seen that she 
had a lasting impact on 
Canadian Methodism, but her 
Canadian involvement 
advanced her broader reputa-
tion. Wheatley notes, "The 
whole history of [the Palmers] 
revival efforts shows no more 
grateful record than that of 
those summer visits to the sister 
Canadian churches." 
In 1840, Phoebe Palmer 
became an itinerant evangelist, 
but with limited success. She 
wrote, 'Those extraordinary out-
pourings of the Spirit, which I 
am often led to anticipate, as a 
proof to others that I am called 
to this peculiar work ... seem to 
be delayed .... an extraordinary 
work, should, to prove its validi-
ty to others, be accompanied 
with more extraordinary 
effects." As one of only a hand-
ful of women evangelists in the 
American Methodist Church, 
Palmer felt deeply the need for 
a confirmation that she had 
heard God's call correctly. 
Although she saw the Spirit 
poured out at times prior to 
1853, a careful reading of 
Richard Wheatley's biography, 
The Life and Letters of Mrs. Phoebe 
Palmer, shows that it is after her 
first preaching trip to Canada in 
1853 that she begins to use 
such language on a regular basis. 
From near Barrie, Ontario, she 
wrote, "we witnessed a yet 
more remarkable outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit." Of 
Spencertown, Ontario, in 1857, 
"Such a sudden and overwhelm-
ing gust of power, I have never, 
with the exception of two or 
three instances, witnessed 
before." Phoebe rarely used this 
language about her pre-1853 
experiences as a preacher at 
camp meetings; after 1853 it is 
common. Phoebe Palmer's 
Canadian camp meeting experi-
ence confirmed her call as an 
evangelist. 
Canada also confirmed for 
Palmer a pattern for initiating 
revivals. In the spring of 1857, 
Palmer wrote the series, "A Laity 
for the Times," for the Christian 
Advocate and Journal. She out-
lined a vision "to methodize the 
great work of the world's con-
version." It depended on lay 
people systematically inviting 
friends and neighbors to revival 
meetings where entire sanctifica-
tion was clearly preached. Such 
a campaign, Palmer believed, 
would transform America into a 
Christian nation and would 
Christianize the world. In 
Hamilton, Ontario, in 1857, 
Palmer was given the opportuni-
ty to test her theory. There 
because of missed train connec-
tions; with no advance warning 
the Palmers spoke to a hastily 
gathered meeting. Urged to stay 
one more night, the Palmers 
agreed if everyone present, lay 
people included, promised to 
bring a friend the following 
night. With that the 1857 
revival - a foreshadowing of the 
1858 Prayer Meeting Revival -
was off and running. Hamilton 
proved that "A Laity for the 
Times' was an effective means 
to stir up revivals in the increas-
ingly modem world of the mid-
nineteenth century. 
Canada changed Palmer's 
language. Noting the dates on 
her correspondence and diary 
entries reveals two shifts in 
Phoebe Palmer's understanding 
of the action of the Holy Spirit. 
From the earliest material, the 
Spirit speaks through the words 
of Scripture making them come 
to life - the words of Scripture 
become the voice of the Spirit. 
Palmer noted an incident in 
183 7, "Again the Spirit, through 
the written WORD [sicl, speak-
ing to my inmost soul, said, 
'Now' is the accepted time, 
behold, NOW [sicl, is the day of 
salvation.'" 
Beginning in 1839 and 
through 1852, the Spirit is no 
longer rooted solely in the 
Scriptures, rather the Spirit is 
free to fall upon Christian lead-
ers making them God's 
spokespersons. In late 1839, she 
wrote, "Our dear ministers, yes-
terday, labored as if baptized 
anew with the Holy Ghost." 
And similarly from 1848, "In an 
unusually clear and powerful 
manner did I apprehend the 
power of the Spirit resting upon 
me, while I endeavored to pre-
sent Christ as a present and full 
salvation." The Spirit anointed 
leaders to speak God's word. 
While free from the text of 
Scripture, the Spirit was limited 
to blessing leaders who were 
preaching. 
A second shift to what one 
might call "full Pentecost" lan-
guage finds hints in the 1840s, 
but not until after 1853 is this 
language commonplace for 
Phoebe Palmer. There are only 
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two examples of "full Pentecost" 
language prior to 1853; after 
1853 there are dozens. Well 
over half of the times that 
Palmer uses this language in the 
1853 to 1859 period it is in ref-
erence to something that hap-
pened in Canada. From Barrie 
in 1855, "I do not believe that 
there was a sinner on the 
ground, that did not feel the 
arrestings of God's Holy Spirit.·' 
From Cobourg in 1856, 'Truly 
did the Lord pour out His Spirit 
upon His servants and His hand-
maidens, upon His sons and His 
daughters." And from Hamilton 
in 1857, "we know that many 
scores have received the bap-
tism of the Holy Ghost." The 
Holy Spirit is free to move as it 
wills, falling at times on the 
preacher and other times on 
individuals. The Spirit is like a 
fire or a gust of wind, blowing as 
freely as it will. 
Palmer did not make a con-
scious decision to shift her lan-
guage, at times she returned to 
her older way of speaking. 
Rather, what was happening in 
Canada demanded a new 
vocabulary, to find that vocabu-
lary she turned to the source she 
knew best - the Bible. There, in 
the language used at Pentecost, 
she found what she was looking 
for; in fact, it was most likely 
language that she knew very 
well, and now she was living in 
a situation that demanded this 
kind of language. Both 
Canadian Methodism and the 
Palmers benefited from the rela-
tionship they shared during the 
spiritually charged mid-I 850s. 
The Palmers were able not only 
to try out new ideas in the 
warm and welcoming milieu of 
Canadian Methodism, it was in 
Canada that they had their 
greatest impact; a fact missed by 
most students of Phoebe and 
Walter Palmer. By highlighting 
Cont. on page 4 
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t he symbiotic relationship between 
Canadian Methodism and the 
Palmers, it is hoped that this paper 
will challenge future scholars to rec-
ognize the importance of Canada to 
the Palmers, and the importance of 
the Palmers to Canada. 
Peter Bush is an authority on the 
history of Christianity in Canada and 
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Turner and Amen Papers Added to the B.L. Fisher Library 
The B. L Fisher Library is pleased to announced the addition of two important archival collections to the B. L Fisher Library 
that document the history of Asbury Theological Seminary, the late twentieth-century Holiness Movement and recent 
Evangelicalism. The papers of George A T umer ( 1908-1998), Professor of Biblical Literature at Asbury Seminary ( 1945-1979) 
document the career of one of the first Asbury Seminary faculty members with an eamed doctorate (Harvard 1945). T umer' s 
papers document his role as a leading exponent of holiness thought and as important leader in the Civil Rights Movement in 
Central Kentucky. The papers of William M. Arnett (1915-1995), Frank Paul Morris Professor of Christian Doctrine at Asbury 
Seminary (1951-1985) provided a detailed picture of his career on the Asbury Seminary faculty and as a nationally recognized 
camp meeting preacher. He was an ordained minister in the West Kansas Conference of The United Methodist Church and 
president and secretary-treasurer of the Wesleyan Theological Society. 
Announcing the Historical Dictionary of the Holiness Movement 
Scarecrow Press has recently published the Historical Dictionary of the Holiness Movement, edited by William Kostlevy with the 
aid of Cari-Anne Patzwald. The work attempts to provide an introduction to a global movement whose membership stands at 
an estimated 19 million. The cost is $69.50 and can be ordered from Scarecrow Press at 1-800-462-6420. 
4 LI1619S1M0700-1K 
